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Introduction 

This workshop was jointly hosted by University College London (Bartlett School of Planning) and the 

University of Westminster (International Eco-Cities Initiative), as part of the Leverhulme 

international research network Tomorrow’s City Today. The initiative, involving seven partners 

globally, responds to the recent growth of various types of ‘eco-city’ frameworks, which has resulted 

in a diverse range of urban sustainability indicators, standards, and endorsement schemes.  

Despite international calls for the use of such frameworks in guiding urban sustainability policies, 

there is currently no consensus on how this might best be achieved. Attempts at standardisation, or 

the development of guiding policies and principles, are confronted by the sheer variety of indicator 

frameworks, reflecting the growth of sustainable city initiatives around the world since the mid-

2000s.  In addition, any notion of standardisation has to take on board the importance of local 

context in developing or applying appropriate principles. Taking the debate forward constructively 

requires us first to make sense of this variety and current practice in responding to local context. The 

Tomorrow’s City Today initiative therefore addresses the need – both from a research and policy 

perspective – to carry out systematic comparative analyses of emerging eco-city frameworks. 

This was the first of three consecutive workshops to be held in the UK, with parallel events taking 

place in Canada, China, Germany, and South Korea, in 2013-2014.
1
 It brought together researchers, 

policy specialists and practitioners to take stock of recent developments in research, policy and 

practice across Britain. The discussions were guided by the following overall questions: 

• How do different approaches to assessing urban sustainability construct the ‘sustainable city’ 

as a topic?  

 

• What is innovative and different in each form of assessment? 

 

• What are the barriers to, challenges of and tensions for implementing each form of 

assessment in practice? 

 

• What policy developments are needed to make such assessments more effective? And on 

what scale should they operate?  
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Summary of Key Discussion Points 

Contextual overview: key actors, types of knowledge being constructed, and governance functions 

To contextualise the discussions, Simon Joss (University of Westminster) presented preliminary 

findings from the Leverhulme research into the comparability (and compatibility) of different types 

of frameworks currently in use internationally. This analysis of 46 high profile sustainable city 

frameworks – 36 of which have been launched since 2008 – has revealed variety across a series of 

inter-related dimensions. These relate not only to the choice and number of urban sustainability 

variables included, but also, for example, to scale (ranging from neighbourhood level to whole city-

regions), geographical applicability (some are designed as national or even global frameworks; 

others for use in one place only), the degree of flexibility with regard to local context, and barriers to 

access (some are fee-based; others operate an open-access model). One useful starting point in 

making sense of this complexity may be to identify the key types of actors governing their use. Doing 

so reveals six broad categories: international agencies, national agencies, local authorities, social 

enterprises, professional organisations, and technology firms. Of these, Joss noted, social enterprises 

and professional organisations appear to be playing an increasingly important role.  

Reflecting the different motivations that these various groups of actors will tend to have for 

developing or adopting particular frameworks, the types of knowledge being constructed will vary. 

First, an indicator set may serve to define the goal of sustainability. Second, it may aim to assess 

performance (in relation to this goal, and/or over time). Third, when a framework promotes the 

coproduction of action, there may be an intention for ‘social learning’ to take place. Accordingly, a 

range of distinct governance functions is in evidence – with individual frameworks often exhibiting 

several intended functions concurrently: 

• Incentivising schemes: providing opportunities for city authorities to pledge and define 

urban sustainability strategies and plans, typically as part of national governmental policy 

initiatives; 

• Strategic vision-making: serving to define city-level strategies for urban sustainability – most 

typically initiated by local authorities as a guide for more specific policy development; 

• Planning ‘toolkits’: guiding planners and developers with step-by-step methods and 

techniques for analysing, designing and implementing urban sustainability projects;  

• Performance assessment: serving to monitor progress with urban sustainable development 

against baseline measures and future targets;.  

• Community engagement: facilitating the involvement of stakeholders and community 

members in co-producing knowledge, assessment and shared practice;   

• Certification schemes: offering standardisation and accreditation to developers, based on 

prescribed, step-by-step design and assessment methods;  

The various case studies presented during the workshop exemplified some of these governance 

functions in the UK, allowing for discussion of the key issues surrounding their construction and 

implementation. 

Modelling: the back story 

Even an apparently simple set of indicators may have been arrived at through a complex technical 

development process – or may draw on previous research investigating the causes and effects of 

different variables in greater detail. The role of sustainability modelling tools in this is rarely 

discussed in the literature on indicators, and yet it is a significant one, as was highlighted in this 

workshop. 
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Gordon Mitchell (University of Leeds) discussed one example of sustainability modelling being used 

to inform policy-making: the SOLUTIONS (Sustainability of Land Use and Transport in Outer 

Neighbourhoods) project.
2
 This incorporated a very broad range of variables to model the effects of 

different possible spatial patterns of land use on the sustainability of the South East of England (and 

elsewhere). In SE England, three possible scenarios were considered: compact development within 

existing towns and cities; ‘planned expansion’ including 5 new towns; and ‘market-led development’ 

(which would tend to be to the west of London). The ‘sustainability’ of the outcome modelled from 

each scenario was measured using a variety of indicators (for example, number of dwellings built, 

level of crowding, ‘land take’, greenhouse gas emissions, amount of construction materials used, 

exposure to road noise, and environmental equity).   

Strikingly, the SOLUTIONS modelling provided little evidence that densification policies necessarily 

lead to greater sustainability (as e.g. measured in terms of CO2 emissions). Although different 

outcomes did emerge from each of the three scenarios in South-East England, the differences were 

marginal relative to the impact of overall regional development. This may, however, raise the 

possibility that geographical framings of sustainability (for example, in terms of a city region) are 

limiting since they reflect traditional land-use planning practices, which tend to privilege spatial 

considerations over others in understanding the causal proceses involved in urban sustainability. For 

several environmental and social criteria, Mitchell suggested, more benefits might be derived, for 

example, from road pricing, than just relying on land use planning; this would, in any case, need to 

be accompanied by changes in behaviour (promoted by strong penalties or incentives), and/or 

technological changes to be effective. 

An overemphasis on the processes and contemporary concerns of spatial planning may, furthermore, 

lead to an underemphasis of less mainstream concepts and solutions: the need for ‘resilience’, for 

example, is only just beginning to be addressed  in spatial planning sustainability assessments (and 

remains contested conceptually and methodologically). The ‘city’ or ‘city region’, indeed, may be too 

complex an entity through which to understand the causality of (un)sustainable patterns of 

behaviour; indicators applied within this spatial frame may then yield partial and misleading findings. 

Since, then, technical modelling tools often reflect existing institutional concerns and spatialities, 

they may replicate particular conceptual approaches and shortcomings embedded in these 

institutions.  

The choices made in developing complex ‘systems models’ of this type are also constrained by the 

labour intensiveness of their application – especially if further measurements are made over time for 

the purposes of fine-tuning the models. Relatedly, there may be a tendency for less easily 

measureable criteria to be excluded from assessments. For example, how can ‘eco-services’ be 

meaningfully integrated into assessment? Similarly, issues of community ‘well-being’ (a term which 

increasingly appears to have replaced the notion of ‘quality of life’) are relatively underemphasised 

in many assessments – perhaps due to difficulties of measurement. Furthermore, sustainability 

models only rarely take account of (or ‘backcast’ from) ecological ‘limits’; Mitchell linked this 

omission to problems of non-linearity and eco-complexity, which make limits difficult to identify. 

Attempts to counter the possibility of an ‘evidence fetish’ may include the adoption of mixed 

methodologies where assessments also take account of more subjective criteria. While, however, 

the predictive ability of models is inevitably circumscribed by the nature of the choices made in their 

                                                           
2
  http://www.suburbansolutions.ac.uk. See also: Echenique, M., Mitchell, G., Hargreaves, A., and Namdeo, 

A. (2012).  Growing cities sustainably: Does urban form really matter? Journal of the American Planning 

Association, 78:2, 121-137; and Mitchell, G.,  Hargreaves, A., Namdeo, A., and Echenique, M. (2011) Land use, 

transport and carbon futures: The impact of spatial form strategies in three UK urban regions.  Environment 

and Planning A, 43, 2143- 2163. 
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construction, this does not remove the need for, or usefulness of, modelling in exploring alternative 

policy approaches. Rather, it highlights the need to acknowledge these choices transparently at the 

interpretation stage. Models, then, should be understood not as yielding definitive answers to policy 

dilemmas so much as potentially opening up spaces for informed democratic public debate. 

Stephen Joseph (Campaign for Better Transport)
3
 suggested that the current use of technical tools 

for predicting transport demand across different modes is problematic in this respect. He argued 

that these often rely on a series of particular (often outdated) assumptions – in particular, that past 

trends of growing car use will continue, and that economic growth is positively correlated with car 

use. Their construction, furthermore, replicates the narrow focus of mainstream discourse on the 

climate impacts of car use, thereby downplaying more immediate environmental and social impacts 

including noise pollution, local air quality, landscape and biodiversity issues, road casualties, 

community severance and social exclusion. The political and cultural norms which have shaped the 

methodological choices within the model, in other words, remain unquestioned. 

Using models to guide investment without simultaneously acknowledging such norms and 

assumptions may lead to problematic decisions being made with regards to sustainability. In this 

case, Joseph suggested that flawed modelling has led to underinvestment in other forms of 

transport in the past (and ongoing bus and rail fare increases). He provided several examples of 

alternative local approaches internationally which have effected more sustainable travel behaviour. 

These successes were not conditional on having a large, dense urban population; the examples 

included South Leighton Buzzard (Bedfordshire) and Tavistock (Devon), where significant modal shift 

towards public transport has been achieved through innovative policies and investment strategies, 

particularly those linking the allocation of development land to the opening up of disused railway 

connections and the creation of new stations. 

Ongoing performance assessment: communication challenges and political considerations  

Paul Toyne (London Sustainable Development Commission) discussed London’s Quality of Life 

Indicators
4
 – an example of a performance assessment tool designed for use by policy makers, but 

also as a means of engaging with the general public. The fourth Quality of Life report, published in 

January 2013, includes 33 indicators across the environmental, social and economic spheres, which 

have been tracked over time. The key findings are presented in an accessible way, using a ‘traffic 

light’ system to show overall improvement, no significant change, or deterioration.  

Toyne indicated some of the ways that this framework performs not only a ‘performance 

assessment’ function but also ‘definitional work’. Rather than being a neutral technical tool, its 

construction was shaped by, and its ongoing fine-tuning reflects, contingent policy considerations. 

The need for political relevance works as a design constraint, then, and sustainability has here been 

framed with particular audiences in mind; the need for simplicity and clarity leads to sustainability 

being defined and narrated in a relatively non-technical way.   

This indicator set, therefore, serves context-specific governance functions, and is not intended for 

wider applicability. Toyne discussed the tension between the desire for clarity/accessibility and the 

potential for underlying complexities thus to be obscured. Importantly, the identification of change 

over time through summary ‘output’ indicators may reveal little about the causes of such change.  

An improvement in carbon emissions, for example, may have less to do with policy success than with 

the economic downturn. The very complexity of London as a ‘system’ disrupts the possibility of 

                                                           
3
  http://www.bettertransport.org.uk  

4
  London Sustainable Development Commission (2013). London’s Quality of Life Indicators 2012 Report. 

Available from: http://www.londonsdc.org/lsdc/research.aspx  



   

 

5 

 

identifying simple causal links between policy inputs and impacts; multiple explanations are often 

possible (linking back to the discussion of Mitchell’s paper above). Similarly, the identification of a 

relative improvement may divert attention from the existence of a problem in absolute terms. Not 

only, then, are specific indicators chosen sometimes for political reasons, but the ways in which they 

are interpreted and communicated may potentially serve political purposes in some contexts (just as, 

elsewhere, the design and uptake of frameworks by commercial actors may be shaped by the desire 

for commercial gain). The choice of ‘Greater London’ as the unit of analysis is itself based on a 

particular political institutional geography; and imposes a particular scale onto the set of 

measurements taken and findings reported. This geographical frame of sustainability may privilege 

certain interpretations over others. Identifying London-wide trends, for example, may conceal more 

complex (and even widely divergent) patterns at local levels (individual local authorities/boroughs).  

These observations do not, of course, render such frameworks ‘unfit for purpose’. Rather, again, 

they point to the need to acknowledge that indicator frameworks, and the knowledge they produce, 

are inevitably socially constructed; they are not neutral tools of scientific measurement. This 

suggests the need for clear identification of their governance purpose upfront, and transparency 

about underlying assumptions, norms, and limitations, if an indicator set is to perform a particular 

function successfully. 

Planning toolkits: prioritising flexibility 

One example of a rather different type of indicator set – the ‘planning toolkit’ – was provided by 

Malcolm Horner (University of Dundee), in his presentation of the Integrated Sustainability 

Assessment Toolkit (ISAT).
5
 ISAT’s creators began by surveying the range of sustainability indicators 

and impacts which feature in existing frameworks and tools, and then consolidated these into 27 

‘key impacts’ relevant to sustainable urban development. Key decision-makers using ISAT for a given 

project are asked to decide for themselves which of these impacts are of most importance to their 

local conditions. The framework thereby avoids what Horner called a ‘reductionist’ approach to 

sustainability. Users are also asked to specify the scale and main focus of their initiative: this focus 

may be economic, for example, or relate to governance and equity, the environment, or housing and 

the built environment. A further input criterion relates to the desired governance function of the 

project in question (which may relate variously, for example, to baseline analysis, community 

engagement, neighbourhood branding, or masterplanning). Based on this information, the software 

recommends particular measurement tools as best suited to the goals thus defined. Following the 

measurement process, it integrates results to produce a standardized assessment report, using radar 

diagrams (with scales ranging from poor to excellent) to illustrate impact in terms of social, 

environmental and economic considerations. 

One audience member questioned the effect of cost considerations on users’ choices about which 

specific tools will be adopted. It would seem possible that some tools may be rejected in favour of 

others which are less suitable, but cheaper to implement; alternatively, cost constraints may lead to 

input variables being adjusted iteratively. This possibility might be interpreted in a negative light, as 

evidence that flexibility may lead to methodological compromises driven by economic or political 

contingencies. Such an interpretation, however, would ignore the fact that this framework takes 

choice as its starting point; sustainability goals here are understood as defined through transparent 

choices, rather than predefined by the framework. The definition of urban sustainability is, therefore, 

intentionally rooted in a social learning process, taking account of scale, life cycle, location, context 

and all stakeholder values. Meanwhile, as a result of their reflexive input into the process, 

stakeholders build up experience and knowledge.  

  

                                                           
5
 For further information and related publications, see: http://www.sue-mot.org 
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Certification schemes: prioritising compatibility 

Foregrounding the ‘social learning’ governance function of indicators may, however, serve to 

undermine their compatibility across different locations. This raises a challenge for certification 

schemes, which need, on the one hand, to seek alignment both with the needs of local stakeholders 

and policy regimes (if the scheme is to be adopted) and, on the other, to remain comparable across 

different developments (if they are to be widely recognized as standards). Cary Buchanan (BRE 

Global) outlined the ways in which the BREEAM Communities
6
 scheme (freely available for use, but 

with paid-for certification) addresses this tension by meeting needs applicable to developers more 

generally. At a practical level, it recognises that phasing will occur in many projects, and therefore 

allows for certification at each phase rather than only for the complete development. A three-stage 

assessment process is designed to reflect the actual stages of masterplanning practices, and begins 

with early site assessment involving broad consultation. This early assessment is beneficial to 

developers since interventions at the later design, construction and occupancy stages are 

considerably less effective relative to their cost. The scheme therefore allows developers to improve 

the sustainability of their projects at less expense, while making the planning process more 

transparent, with local authority and community support.  

Rather than being embraced as an opportunity for social learning, the need to define sustainability 

(generally, and at the neighbourhood scale specifically) before it can be measured might in some 

cases be cast as a procedural problem. Using a widely accepted framework is advantageous in this 

respect; it provides a ready-made focus to pre-application discussions and negotiations (adding to 

the efficiency of the process for both developers and local authorities). Encouraging certification by 

BREEAM Communities also allows local councils to demonstrate conformity with the UK’s National 

Planning Policy Framework (introduced in 2012). Examples were given of Eastleigh Borough Council’s 

draft local plan, and Bristol City Council’s Core Planning Strategy (adopted 2011), both of which 

stipulate that BREEAM Communities assessment is required for developments over a certain size. 

Bristol even replaced their own sustainability metrics with BREEAM because the latter was more in 

line with national policy. 

Based on the case of BREEAM Communities, the preconditions for standardisation and widespread 

uptake – and therefore effective standardisation – would appear to include demonstrable financial 

and procedural benefits for developers, as well as alignment with policies at different levels. This 

serves as a reminder that developers should not be automatically understood as being at odds with 

local authorities; ideally, it should be in their best commercial interests to act within a policy or legal 

framework. Meanwhile, the fact that different frameworks have differing levels of success in 

facilitating constructive negotiations to this end should also remind us that indicators should be 

understood as interventions in the governing process, rather than neutral technical tools. 

Indicators as intervention in governance / ‘governance learning’ 

Nancy Holman (LSE) observed that earlier approaches to indicators, characterised by attempts to 

‘build the perfect indicator’ – with indicators seen as external to local contexts, as merely inputs into 

decision making – have been questioned in more recent literature which understands indicators as 

themselves shaping internal governance structures.
7
 Insofar as indicators serve as proxies for 

sustainability itself, they might be compared to ‘parachutists’ jumping in to impose order on the 

messy networks of the ‘urban’, and sidestepping contestations over the nature of sustainability. In 

doing so, however, they may have (often unexpected) knock-on effects on the policy process itself, 

                                                           
6
 http://www.breeam.org/communities 

 
7
 Holman, N. (2009). ‘Incorporating local sustainability indicators into structures of local governance: a review 

of the literature’. Local Environment. 14(4):365-375. 
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due to the relationships that they facilitate between actors. One of their functions, then, is to forge 

connections between different local factions, to build ‘bracing’ social capital (ie to create a specific 

mix of ‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ linkages). Terry’s (2008) study of a DFID funded Community 

Sustainability Indicator development project in South Africa
8
 as an example of a case where the 

chance to build bracing capital was missed. The project met with limited success, Terry argues, 

because its UK coordinators aimed for it to be community-led (thus focusing on ‘bonding’ and 

‘bridging’ forms of social capital); their failure to incorporate buy-in from local authority service 

providers led to problems in implementation and, subsequently, disillusionment among local 

residents.  

The adoption of indicators is problematised, then, not only by contestation over the definition of 

sustainability implied by their content, but also by the possibility that new governance arrangements 

and social relationships will need to be negotiated. If the slippery and complex nature of both 

governance and ‘sustainable development’ impedes such negotiations, then Holman suggested that 

successful implementation is more likely in what Keirstead & Leach (2008) call the ‘service niche 

approach’.
9
  This is where indicators are applied to very goal-driven specific services built upon 

established networks (one example given was that of public transport). Here, there is little 

institutional ambiguity, and there is no requirement to define sustainable development in a broader 

sense. Indicators applied in such contexts avoid over-ambitiousness. Their achievements may well, 

therefore, be circumscribed by the structures and norms onto which they are imposed –  and there 

is a risk, as Malcolm Horner suggested, that this will lead to ‘success’ being defined by political 

acceptability. Nevertheless, any concrete implementational successes may still serve as a ‘stepping 

stone’ for practices to be emulated elsewhere ‘outside the niche’. 

These conclusions would appear to highlight a general need for the ‘social learning’ function of 

indicators to be more obviously foregrounded in policies encouraging their uptake. From this 

perspective, rather than searching for standardised indicator frameworks which objectively define 

sustainability at a given scale or for a particular type audience, it may be more useful to 

acknowledge the work they do as ‘portals for discussion’ through which contested meanings of 

sustainability can be evaluated.  Rather than being neutral tools for describing urban sustainability, 

indicators allow sustainability to be defined: they allow for gaps in knowledge to be identified, and 

create opportunities to plan for and act on issues which had not previously been identified; they 

create awareness (which may extend beyond policy making circuits into the wider media); and they 

shape networks (which may later be enshrined in mainstream policy making). The challenge, then, 

becomes one of marrying their catalytic or facilitative role with the need – associated with some, but 

not all, intended governance functions – for standardised assessment to be achieved. 

Outlook 

It would be wrong to assume that debates over urban sustainability indicators can only ever be 

inconclusive. The shift from the concept of urban sustainability to its practical implementation may, 

paradoxically, have heightened awareness of the need for agreed policies and principles, and 

therefore broadened the normative theoretical debate out from concerns over content into a 

discussion of process, and what the governing roles of indicators should be. The task of developing 

policies based on this more sophisticated theoretical understanding should be aided by critical 

empirical analysis of the recent proliferation of implemented eco-city initiatives and associated 

indicator sets. While ‘best practice’ itself is a contested notion, ongoing analysis should at least be 
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Terry, A. (2008). ‘Community sustainable development indicators: a useful participatory technique or another 

dead end?’. Development in Practice. 18(2): 223-234. 
9
  Keirstead, J & Leach, M. (2008). ‘Bridging the gaps between theory and practice: a service niche approach to 

sustainability indicators’. Sustainable Development. 16(5): 329-340. 
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able to identify the reasons why certain schemes have met with wider uptake and/or achieved more 

substantive impact. Without critical analysis of this type, there is some risk that consolidation and 

standardisation may still occur, but in such a way that reinforces the status quo rather than leads to 

more convincingly sustainable urban solutions. 

Certain general observations made in last year’s Bellagio Report
10

 may be useful in devising policies 

that shape this standardisation in a constructive fashion. Basic principles include the need to balance 

the environmental, social and economic aspects of sustainability within a framework, as well as the 

need to consider the scale at which a framework is to be applied (locally, nationally, or 

internationally). During the London workshop, as at the Bellagio conference, there appeared to be 

some consensus over the fact that certain issues (such as GHG emissions and biodiversity) have 

international resonance, but the content of local indicators may be so heavily influenced by context-

specific social and cultural factors that the balance between environmental, social and economic 

factors risks being disrupted. At the detailed, local level it remains unclear whether it will be in fact 

possible to prescribe content, raising doubts over the possibility of comparability. One useful guiding 

principle might be that frameworks designed for international use should seek to provide 

overarching frameworks, while the specific means of attaining these goals should be decided at local 

level. Meanwhile, depending on the intended governance functions of particular types of framework, 

the desire to standardise frameworks may often miss the point. At local levels more generally, we 

might hope more realistically for the emergence of best practice principles related more to process, 

while standardisation of content may only be a meaningful goal for certain types of high-level 

framework intended for international application. 

Importantly, the current situation is not infinitely fragmented. Clear patterns can be observed within 

its variety. The task of creating policies to shape urban sustainability assessments should be made 

easier if analytical distinctions are made according to the intended governance function(s) of 

different types of framework. The goal should not be one of attempting to achieve objective 

neutrality in indicators, but rather to build a series of principles based on the twin starting 

assumptions that they constitute constructed knowledge, embodying various knowledge sources 

and claims as well as political values and choices, and that they function as an interventions in 

governance rather than merely ‘measure’ sustainability. Such principles will differ depending on the 

‘type’ of indicator set in question, as well as the scale of its intended application.  

Discussions at this particular workshop, it should be remembered, were based largely on the UK 

experience; conclusions drawn from one country or region may not apply to others. On completion 

of the first round of workshops across the Leverhulme International Network, the reports from all 

five countries (Canada, China, Germany, South Korea as well as the UK) will, therefore, be integrated 

to provide further comparative analysis of the current situation internationally. This will pave the 

way for the second series of workshops, which will evaluate in more detail the application of 

individual approaches within particular policy settings. 

 

Report by Robert Cowley, Simon Joss and Yvonne Rydin.
11
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